Understanding theory, its practical application, and how to select a theoretical framework for research studies is often a challenging problem for new graduate and doctoral business students. As these students explore theory use in various fields and the general academic body of knowledge, this task can become even more daunting and confusing. There does not appear to be a common definition of theory across or within different disciplines. Further, scholars disagree on the value of theory and its practical application. This paper explores the scholarly nature of theory, its application, and its relationship to world view. Examples and a discussion are provided to better help students absorb this important yet ambiguous topic.
Introduction
Doctoral and graduate students are often introduced to theory and research at the beginning of their programs. For novice researchers, exploring theoretical concepts and identifying a theoretical framework can be challenging, if not confusing. Thesis students often struggle to define their problem statement, purpose of the study, significance of the study, and study methodology. Once students move on to aligning these critical beginning sections of the study document, they begin to explore identifying the theoretical framework for the study. It's at this stage that the stereotypical "analysis paralysis" and panic set in.
The word "theory" comes from a Greek verb meaning "contemplate." Though scholars disagree on the finer points of theory, all seem to agree on a basic definition: theory is a description of a phenomenon and the interactions of its variables that are used to attempt to explain or predict. However, in attempts to clarify the definition, scholars' views vary on what constitutes a theory and its purpose, as well as what makes a good theory (Gelso, 2006; Harlow, 2009; Stam, 2007 Stam, , 2010 Sutton & Straw, 1995; Wacker 1999; Weick, 1989 Weick, , 1995 . Parsons (1964) states theory as "a system of laws "(p. 485). For Galtung (1985) , "a theory is a set of assumptions structured by a relation of implication or inference" (p. 451). Kaplan (1964) defined theory as a group of related generalizations that indicate new observations, which can be empirically tested for the purpose of explaining or predicting. According to Littlejohn (1989) , any attempt to explain or create a representation of an aspect of reality is a theory. Stam (2007) defined a theory as the systematic organization of knowledge, which can be applied for the purpose of problem solving. Malmi and Granlund (2009) offered another definition: "By theory we mean a general statement subsuming a series of phenomena" (p. 623). Grounded theory provides a qualitative method for developing theory in management (Fendt & Sachs, 2008; Ng & Hase, 2008) . Because theory is a complex subject, some may confuse theory with its components or the process of theorizing (Weick, 1995) ; consequently, it is important to distinguish theory from related terms such as hypothesis, model, paradigm, and concept.
A paradigm is a framework of beliefs or world views used to define the values, methods, or boundaries for research (Mink, 1992) . Paradigms can define what is important or not important and what is possible or impossible (Ratcliffe, 1983) . Paradigms can be compared to overarching philosophies and are a significant view of a theory. Ratcliffe (1983) stated that paradigm, theory, standards, and method are an inextricable mixture.
A hypothesis is an educated guess with predictive value about how something will work using observation or previously held knowledge (Sutton & Staw, 1995) . In contrast, a theory is a strongly substantiated and unified explanation for a set of proven hypotheses (National Academy of Sciences, 1999). Moreover, a hypothesis must be specifically testable, whereas a theory does not. Simply put, a hypothesis is a single component of a theory.
A model is a tool used to facilitate theory construction, typically a written or graphic representation of a theory or one of its components (Shoemaker, Tankard, & Lasorsa, 2004) . A model, however, does not explain things; it merely illustrates or provides a method to explore a theory (Shoemaker et al., 2004) . For example, when working on a theory regarding nuclear fusion, one might construct a molecular model. The model would be useful for seeing how the components of atoms might be positioned or interact; however, the model alone would not provide an explanation.
A theoretical concept is a building block on which a theory is constructed (Shoemaker et al., 2004) . Concept refers to how data are described or interpreted, literally the items being studied, compared, or related to one another (Shoemaker et al., 2004) . For example, education is a concept that describes the sum of a person's learning experience. A concept is not a theory, but a method of description used in theoretical work.
The question of what constitutes a theory is not simple to answer, as different scholars (Gelso, 2006; Harlow, 2009; Henderikus, 2007) have different views about what a theory is, especially in more detailed discussions about what constitutes theory. According to Gelso (2008) , theory is a combination of different constructs, such as descriptive ability, explanatory power, heuristic value, testability, integration, parsimony, clarity, comprehensiveness, and delimitation. He believed that theory is actually refined through research and that understanding these constructs enables theory refinement (Gelso, 2008) .
Conversely, Harlow (2009) was of the opinion that theory has no distinct or fixed meaning and that the purpose of a theory is to suggest a determining law or set of laws. Wacker (1998) presented a different meaning of theory: "Operationalization of the definition of theory should directly be tied to the necessary components of theory" (p. 363). Harlow provided four constructs of a theory: (a) definitions, (b) a domain of applicability, (c) a set of ijbm.ccsenet.org International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 12, No. 9; relationships or variables, and (d) specific predictions or factual claims.
Yet again, when discussing how to formulate theory, scholars differ. Gay and Weaver (2011) stated that the researcher and researcher assumptions determine the approach of theory to be applied. On the other hand, according to Lynham (2002) , the conceptual development of a theory is an "informed conceptual framework that provides an initial understanding and explanation of the nature and dynamics of the issue, problem, or phenomenon that is the focus of the theory" (p. 231). Similarly, DiMaggio (1995) stated, "There are at least three views of what a theory should be: (a) theory as covering laws, (b) theory as enlightenment, and (c) theory as narrative" (p. 391). Scholars seem divided on whether theory development is a rigid process or needs to be developed according to the work at hand.
According to Stam (2007) , three world views of theory that have been influential for many decades are (a) reductionism, (b) instrumentalism, and (c) realism. Reductionism states that a complex system is merely the sum of its parts and that one can learn about the whole by examining the individual pieces (Burgelman, 2011; Link 2000; Stam 2007) . Reductionists attempt to make complex items more understandable by studying their individual parts (Link, 2000; Nadler, 2004; Wood & Caldas, 2001) . In breaking down components, reductionists hope to realize a new view of the system base. Nadler (2004) provided four guiding principles for a reductionist approach. First, all things can be separated into their components. Second, any of those components may have substitutes. Third, solutions for partial problems can help solve whole problems. Fourth, the whole entity is nothing more than the sum of its parts (Nadler, 2004) .
Instrumentalism states that theories are useful instruments in understanding the world and are best defined as nothing more than mere instruments (Caldwell, 1984) . In essence, a theory should be evaluated for its ability to be used to predict or explain a phenomenon rather than its ability to utilize it to depict reality (Davies, 2008) . One example of this view is an examination of acupuncture. Some individuals swear by acupuncture's effects, even though they might not believe in the principles expressed by art, such as Ki energy. An instrumentalist would say that it doesn't matter why it works as long as it works.
A third world view offered by Stam (2007) as influential in theory development is realism. Realism states that the world can be described in terms of science-that there is a real view of the world independent of perception (Ramoglu, 2013) . Generally, realists assert that one can make reliable predictions about unobservables (Ramoglu, 2013) . One example of an application of this view is Copernicus's heliocentric theory that the Earth revolved around the sun, even though there was no way to observe the phenomenon.
Relationship between Research and Theory and How Research Contributes to Theory
The purpose of theory is to predict or explain (Fischer, 2010; Gelso, 2006; Harlow, 2009; Stam, 2007 Stam, , 2010 Wacker, 1999) . Theory is used to conceptualize and explain a set of systematic observations on phenomena and complex behaviors. Research is "the systematic process of collecting and analyzing information (data) in order to increase our understanding of the phenomenon about which we are concerned or interested" (Leedy & Ormond, 2005, p. 4) . According to Ellis and Levy (2008) , research is basically the process of collecting and analyzing information to develop knowledge, and "for any endeavor to be considered research, it must clearly present the potential for creating identifiable new knowledge" (p. 23). According to Wacker (1999) , the two purposes for research are fact finding and theory development. Simply, theory is the foundation of research, while research helps in refining the theory.
Theory and research have a symbiotic nature tying them together. The development of theory relies on research and, likewise, research relies on theory (Fawcett & Downs, 1986) . According to Harlow (2009) , the term "retroduction" was created to describe the interplay between theory and research. Retroduction is the cyclical process whereby a researcher tests theoretical ideas against new data as they emerge and then reframes the ideas if necessary or retests the ideas until the resulting conclusions are viewed as trustworthy (Harlow, 2009 ).
Gay and Weaver (2011) affirmed Harlow's stance, stating, "Research knowledge tends to contribute to theory more incrementally, building upon, and adding to a lexicon of facts" (p. 29). Problem definition is the connection point between theory and research, and the theory to be tested defines the path and strategy of the research (Harlow, 2009) . Here again, scholars are divided. Holten and Lowe (2007) touted the importance of theory over research by stating, "It is deductive theory that has the greatest potential for advancing science because it often proposes new constructs and relationships that spur other researchers to conduct new empirical research to verify the theory" (p. 304). Conversely, whole research methodologies exist for the purpose of theory creation, such as grounded theory. Essentially, theory provides explanations or predictions about the world, and research is used to discover, explore, understand, validate, or refute theory-the two are inarguably linked.
Two methods for conducting research are quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative research refers to the empirical investigation of phenomena by means of mathematical and statistical techniques (Creswell, 2009) . Qualitative research refers to the attempts to understand the deeper meaning around the complexities of human interaction (Creswell, 2009; Ratcliffe, 1983; Thomas, 2017) . Both methods are used in research and contribute to the development of theory. These methods can also be combined in a mixed methods study (Creswell, 2009) . In a mixed methods study researcher gather information for qualitative methods and input them directly into quantitative research. However, a full discussion of mixed methods research is beyond the scope of this discussion.
According to Aliaga and Gunderson (2000) , quantitative research is explaining phenomena by means of the collection of numerical data for the purpose of analysis using mathematical methods. Quantitative methods convert data into a mathematical or measureable form. This creates an opportunity to easily categorize and work with data. The concept is similar to the manner in which computers convert all data to binary constructs. This categorization allows to a researcher to answer specific questions from complex data sets (Aliaga & Gunderson, 2000) . For example, quantitative methods can easily produce a result to answer the question of how many males aged 18 to 35 earn more than $50,000 per year. Quantitative research has a strong reputation, even in the social sciences, where early critiques of the lack of a core knowledge base of empirical data created a movement for social science researchers to attempt to demonstrate adherence to hard science methods, like the positivist approach, using more quantitative techniques (Austin, 1978) .
Quantitative methods contribute to theory by providing specific and measurable ways to view, access, and analyze data. This measurability adds to theory development because quantitative studies can enable trend spotting. Du and Kamakura (2012) found that a multivariate quantitative approach to trend spotting is a useful method of gathering market intelligence for creating and refining theory. Quantitative models have been a default tool for operation management research for many years (Bertrand & Fransoo, 2002) .
Theories are often developed by making frequent observations over time and are then used to generate a construct that can further explore the phenomenon. Qualitative methods provide the means to measure, document, and analyze these observations (Edmondson & Mcmanus, 2007) . Data from qualitative studies can inspire the creation of new theory and can be used to test theory, with findings either supporting or refuting the theory.
Qualitative research has made substantial contributions to building theory in management (Eisenhardt, 1989; Weick, 1989; Yin, 1989) . According to Bluhm, Harman, Lee, and Mitchell (2011) , more qualitative research has been published in top-tier management journals in the United States in the past decade than in the two decades preceding it. Qualitative articles even made up the majority on the "interesting research list" published by the Academy of Management Journal (Bartunek, Rynes, & Ireland, 2006) .
Qualitative research is a method of gathering information from subjects to gain a better understanding of human behavior and the potential reasons that govern said behavior. In qualitative research, one starts with a central question rather than a prediction and attempts to find the answer, basically trying to understand why (Creswell, 2009). Nuttall, Shankar, and Beverland (2011) stated that qualitative research is used to become more knowledgeable about subjects that researchers are interested in and should be used to gain direct experience in an area to be studied. Essentially, qualitative research explores complex human interactions to understand lived experiences and has a special value for exploring sensitive topics or topics based on personal values, such as religion, sexuality, gun control, or the death penalty (Nuttall et al., 2011) . While quantitative methods could address such issues, they would likely provide limited data, such as being able to answer the question, "Do you support the death penalty?" Exploring such a topic in greater depth requires qualitative methods.
Qualitative research plays a key role in pushing past previous limits of theories regarding quantitative empiricism (Doz, 2011) . One unique quality of qualitative research is that it can provide information about hidden areas of decision making by addressing complex items, such how or why (Creswell, 2009 ). For example, one might observe several murders in the street of a specific town. One could observe this over time and possibly deduce the frequency and time of the murders to avoid the situation. However, it might be more valuable to understand the underlying cause-why the murders were happening-possibly creating the opportunity to eliminate the behavior altogether.
Qualitative research can contribute to theories in many ways. First, qualitative research can help provide thick and rich descriptions of phenomena, generating deeper thought (Weick, 2007) . Qualitative research also provides a backstop or safeguard against the accepted norms because researchers ask more probing questions rather than standardly accepted questions (Doz, 2011) . As theory development is an iterative process, qualitative methods ijbm.ccsenet.org
International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 12, No. 9; can aid in providing refinement to key concepts and results by supplying additional insight. Qualitative methods can also test theory using alternative theoretical lenses to investigate a phenomenon and provide additional insight about the theory and its interactions (Bluhm et al., 2011; Lee, Mitchelle, & Sablynski, 1999) . Accoring to Eisenhardt (1989) , case study methods involving qualitative research have a high likelihood of generating novel theory.
Ellis and Levy (2008) formulated seven constructs that describe and help quantify the importance and contribution of research for refining and explaining theory. These constructs are establishment of causal relationship, examination of element, method of creating product through developmental study, constructs development, predictive model development, efficacy evaluation, and examination of the impact of time on the nature of the documented problem in a longitudinal study (Ellis & Levy, 2008) .
In general, there are several ways that research contributes to theory. The first is in the creation of theory-observations from research can be used to formulate theory. Research can also be used to validate a theory or to refute a theory. However, research needs not specifically be applied to support or refute theory; it can also serve as a tool to provide additional insight into elements of a theory to facilitate further refinement of the theory.
Example of How a World View of Theory Adds to a Field of Study
To apply this concept, this section explores how the world view of a theory could contribute to a generic marketing study on motivation. Of the three views offered by Stam (2007) , reductionism, instrumentalism, and realism, reductionism would make a significant contribution to a motivation-based research project and has been applied to make significant contributions to the field of business and many other disciplines. A proposed topic of an example study would be "A case study on the motivations of parents who buy SAT prep courses for their children." This study might be used to contribute to the body of knowledge around third-party college preparatory services using the consumer behavior theory and the black box model and applying the reductionism paradigm.
Consumer behavior refers to the study of individuals, organizations, and groups to understand how they obtain and use consumer products and services, as well as the ideas needed to affect or satisfy these choices (Sandhusen, 2000) . The black box model represents the interactions among consumer traits, stimuli, decision processes, and consumer responses. The elements of buyer's response and environmental factors can be empirically observed; however, the items inside the buyer's black box cannot.
The intent of this hypothetical study would be to use a qualitative study and reductionist methods to understand buyer motivation for purchasing SAT preparatory services for children. Applying reductionism methods to the study of the motivation component of the black box would provide valuable insight into the reasons that parents buy these services for their children. Examining this single component would shed light on one element of the black box, adding more clarity to the theoretical picture. In addition to possibly adding to the body of knowledge around consumer theory and the black box model to help refine the theory, these data would also be used to add to the body of knowledge on business and college preparatory services.
Though reductionism could help address the proposed study and has been used to help make significant contributions to science in general, it has been subjected to criticism (Gianfranco, 2012) . Two issues with reductionism are that not all things can be reduced to components (Gianfranco, 2012) and reductionism is not effective in working with complex social systems, particularly those involving feedback loops (Sarker, 2010) . Alvesson and Kärreman (2011) asserted that reductionism "fails to recognize the leveled 'nature' of social reality, that is, the assumption that social reality is productively understood as consisting of irreducible dimensions or levels" (p. 1196). As the tenets proposed by reductionists are that everything can be separated into its components and that the components are interchangeable (Nadler, 2004) , an issue arises.
Clearly, some items cannot be broken into their components. For example, anger cannot be broken easily into components. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009) suggested that this problem might be addressed by adapting different lines of interpretation, assuming different angles, or even applying a different vocabulary, ostensibly suggesting that the approach might be useful in certain defined situations. One should consider that an approach can work for some situations even if it does not apply to all situations. Early Greek philosophers proposed the atom as the smallest individual part of matter, and later, scientists discovered subatomic particles such as neutrons and electrons. Nonetheless, atomic theory evolved rather than ceasing to exist, as should the appropriate components of reductionism.
Another issue that makes reductionism challenging is complex social systems. Sarker (2010) acknowledged a ijbm.ccsenet.org
International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 12, No. 9; middle ground, stating that microlevel accounts can explain social phenomenon, but macrolevel accounts might be irreducible. Complex social interactions with many potential feedback loops simply may not be reducible. Further, Gianfranco (2012) warned that reductionist attitudes can cause observers to ignore necessary transformative processes, which can have catastrophic effects when interacting with social systems, such as a family, school, or business. For example, family unit components may be identified as mother, father, and child, which might not provide data relevant to all families, as each type of family member might be different or have differing perspectives. A family may have a grandparent instead of a parent, and one could not exchange fathers in two different families and expect the same results (family experience).
Even though reductionism may have criticisms and challenges, the approach is not without merit and has a viable role to play in research. Pellegrinelli and Webster (2011) noted reductionism as a key element in the development of the functionalist paradigm for project management. Baalen and Karsten (2012) acknowledged that abstraction is a critical management technique derived from reductionism. Harlow's (2009) isolation of the problem statement as central to research methodology is an example of the application of reductionism. As stated, Ellis's and Levy's (2008) seven constructs for the framework of problem-based research and Wacker's (1998) four constructs of a theory are further examples.
Example of Widely Applied Theory
A theory that has made significant contributions to the field of business is grounded theory. Grounded theory is a widely used method in qualitative studies (Martin & Turner, 1986; Ng & Hase, 2008) . Grounded theory is more than simply a research tool to add credibility to a study (Lee & Fielding, 1996) ; grounded theory offers opportunities for researchers in the field of management (Charmaz, 2006) to produce generalized results that can indicate a holistic view of the data examined and drive the creation of innovative theory (Fendt & Sachs, 2008) .
However, grounded theory is rooted in many controversies when used for practical application (Fendt & Sachs, 2008) . This is due to the core tenet of grounded theory that has the researcher explore the environment without a stated problem, which directly contradicts Harlow's (2009) point of view. Another controversy surrounding grounded theory is that the original authors, Glaser and Strauss (1967) , are split on the concept and its application (Partington, 2003; Ng, 2005; Ng & Hase, 2008) . According to Ng and Hase (2008) , there are two distinct approaches to applying grounded theory: the original Glasarian approach and the later-refined Straussian approach that provides step-by-step procedures and techniques for analyzing data. Lastly, grounded theory is criticized for taking substantial time to complete, a luxury that researchers often are not afforded.
Discussion
The term theory is widely used across disciplines (Gelso, 2006; Stam, 2007) . Inconsistent use within and across disciplines creates confusion around the definition of theory. The broad nature of theory may cause researchers to confuse theorizing with theory (Weick, 1995) . Evidence of this inconsistency is the existence of articles discussing theory from the perspective of what theory is not, rather than trying to define theory, such as Sutton and Staw (1995) and Weick (1995) .
In addition to world views, researchers have more tactical views on what constitutes good theory. Concerns seem to stem from the questions of quality and applicability of theory. Stam (2007) asserted that theory should focus on practice and outcome. Gelso (2006) emphasized that theory must go beyond mere explanation and delve into why variables relate and influence each other, a critical step to adding scientific value. Wacker (1999) called for theory to provide answers to the common questions faced by researchers.
Views and use of theory and research vary by field. Gelso (2006) criticized the use of theories in psychology as large theoretical systems, such as behaviorism, psychoanalysis, and humanism. Gelso asserted that these systems often are combined with personality theories to create a theoretical concoction of untestable life philosophies, statements of faith, and grand theories. Stam (2007) offered a possible explanation for the lack of rigor in psychological theory, suggesting that the term theory is used in an overly broad manner and that researchers may not abandon older theoretical concepts early enough. Consequently, Creswell (2009) and Gelso supported minitheories, parts of these broader systems that are theoretical statements, as effective methods for interpreting specific behavior for psychological research.
Whereas psychology researchers seem to condemn theory for obscuring practice (Gelso, 2006; Stam, 2007 Stam, , 2010 , business researchers, specifically marketing researchers, cite an overemphasis on practical application as potentially damaging theory development (Ardley, 2011; Burton, 2005) . Marketing grand theory consistently fails to provide adequate insight into real-world marketing problems (Ardley, 2011) . Often, research on successful entrepreneurial ventures indicates marketing techniques that are not based on current marketing ijbm.ccsenet.org
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Several views are offered as the reason for poor theory development. Business and marketing researchers do not have time for theory development (Burton, 2005) . Theory may be seen as a "second-class citizen" and may not be viewed as useful for stakeholders in business (Wacker, 2009) . Researchers may grow weary due to the iterative nature of theorizing and could accept results too early in the process to create a robust theory (Weick, 1995) . Alternatively, the lack of agreement on what constitutes theory could inhibit the ability of researchers to identify and agree on definitions of good theory within disciplinary groups.
Older, more established paradigms proffer core guidance for key research and theoretical concepts. Instrumentalism provides guidance for discovery, realism provides guidance for theory validation, and reductionism provides guidance for exploration (Cacioppo, Semin, & Berntson, 2004) . Instrumentalists provide theoretical orientation where sound theories are the tools for discovery (Davies, 2008) . Realists provide theoretical orientation where existing theories can be validated (Ramoglue, 2013) . Reductionists provide theoretical orientation where additional observations can be made when exploring phenomena (Burgelman, 2011; Link, 2000; Wood & Caldas, 2011) . Even amid controversy, concepts such as reductionism and grounded theory can be used to create valuable contributions to several disciplines.
Research and theory are inextricably linked (Fawcett & Downs, 1986) . The process of retroduction enables theory and research work through a reciprocating cycle to generate scientific discovery (Harlow, 2009) . Research is used to generate observations that can be applied to create theory. Theory is then utilized to create the opportunity for additional research, which can be used to validate, refine, or refute theory. This creates a self-reinforcing cycle of discovery that drives the development of new knowledge.
Conclusion
Theory and research are far-reaching concepts that are interrelated. Scholars may disagree on the nature and use of theory and research, especially across disciplines, but all seem to respect the importance of the cycle. As researchers gain new knowledge and adapt new methods, older and even controversial theory and research methods often continue to be used to significantly contribute to their fields. Theory provides a method of predicting the interactions of phenomena, and research enables the testing of theory and the discovery of new observations. This interrelationship between theory and research becomes, in effect, an engine to help produce new knowledge.
